
sustainability

Article

Heritage Interpretation and Sustainable Development:
A Systematic Literature Review

Marek Nowacki

����������
�������

Citation: Nowacki, M. Heritage

Interpretation and Sustainable

Development: A Systematic

Literature Review. Sustainability 2021,

13, 4383. https://doi.org/10.3390/

su13084383

Academic Editor: James Kennell

Received: 10 March 2021

Accepted: 13 April 2021

Published: 14 April 2021

Publisher’s Note: MDPI stays neutral

with regard to jurisdictional claims in

published maps and institutional affil-

iations.

Copyright: © 2021 by the author.

Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland.

This article is an open access article

distributed under the terms and

conditions of the Creative Commons

Attribution (CC BY) license (https://

creativecommons.org/licenses/by/

4.0/).

Department of Applied Sciences, WSB University in Poznań, 61-874 Poznań, Poland;
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Abstract: Heritage interpretation is an educational activity that provides information on natural and
cultural heritage to people visiting heritage sites and objects. The article aims to identify different
ways of using heritage interpretation as a tool for managing areas of sustainable development. The
study consisted of a systematic literature review (knowledge mapping) in the field of heritage inter-
pretation and sustainable development. Using the most important databases of scientific publications
in the world (Scopus, Web of Science, Ebsco, Proquest), publications on the interpretation of heritage
and sustainable development were searched. A total of 106 articles and scientific monographs were
identified. Then, quantitative and qualitative data analysis was performed (text mining, topic ex-
traction, content analysis). As a result, six thematic areas were identified: opportunities and threats
for the area related to the implementation of heritage interpretation programs; the effectiveness of
heritage interpretation in the areas of sustainable development; sustainable tourism development
planning in heritage areas; the role of a guide-interpreter in the sustainable development of the
area; the role of creativity in the heritage interpretation; and strategies for managing the visitor
traffic in heritage areas. These thematic areas were discussed by citing examples from the literature
on the subject.

Keywords: knowledge mapping; text mining; topic extraction; literature review; sustainable tourism

1. Introduction

Heritage interpretation is an educational activity consisting of providing information
on natural and cultural heritage to people visiting heritage sites and objects. Interpretation
is done using a variety of techniques: talks, guided tours, (touch) panels, audio guides
and others. It aims to provide emotions and experiences as well as engage visitors in
the heritage discourse. Its task is to provide optimal experiences to visitors, manage
the visitors’ traffic and shape attitudes conducive to the protection and conservation of
heritage resources [1–3]. An overview of the current definitions of heritage interpretation
is presented in Table 1.

The main purpose of the interpretation is to enable visitors to understand the place,
sensitise them to the surroundings and make them aware of the importance of the land-
scape, nature and monuments of the visited area. Heritage interpretation enriches the
visitors’ experience by stimulating and triggering their leisure time activities. Equally
important is the practical goal, which is to increase the awareness of visitors and instil a
model of behaviour friendly to the environment and culture. The purpose of heritage inter-
pretation is also to popularise new ideas (e.g., new conservation trends), help tourists learn
about the history of visited places, explain technical problems and physical phenomena,
and make it possible to spot rare species of animals or plants [1,3]. This is why heritage
interpretation is called a key factor in managing the movement of visitors to natural and
cultural heritage sites [2].

Freeman Tilden formulated six fundamental principles of interpretation in the first
heritage interpretation textbook of 1957 [11]. These principles can be summarised as three
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ideas. The first one says that the interpretation should arouse the interest and curiosity
of the visitors. The second is that the concepts presented to visitors should relate to their
experiences. The third is that the interpretation must reveal unforgettable content to
visitors. Since Tilden publicised his book, many other authors have formulated their own
rules for heritage interpretation (Table 2). The most recent trends in interpretation include
the importance of visitor co-creation and participation in creating experiences, the role
of creativity, the use of positivist theories, interpretation as a space for inclusive public
discourse, the use of VR and AR, and the interpretation of digital heritage [12].

Table 1. Contemporary definitions of heritage interpretation.

Authors Definition

Beck and Cable [3]

Interpretation is an educational activity that aims to reveal
meanings about our cultural and natural resources. Through

various media—including talks, guided tours, and
exhibits—interpretation enhances our understanding,

appreciation, and, therefore, protection of historic sites and
natural wonders.

ICOMOS [4]

Interpretation refers to the full range of potential activities
intended to heighten public awareness and enhance

understanding of cultural heritage site. These can include
print and electronic publications, public lectures, on-site and
directly related off-site installations, educational programmes,

community activities, and ongoing research, training, and
evaluation of the interpretation process itself.

Silbermann [5]

The public discussion in the public sphere as a deliberative
discourse of collective identities, social norms, and of the

possibility of individual freedom from the weight of
heritage—rather than following a guided tour—offers itself as

a new interpretive paradigm. “Process, not product;
collaboration, not ‘expert-only presentation; memory

community, not heritage audience.”

Moscardo [6]

Heritage interpretation is defined as persuasive
communication activities, such as guided tours, brochures

and information provided on signs and in exhibitions, aimed
at presenting and explaining aspects of the natural and

cultural heritage of a tourist destination to visitors.

Interpret Europe [7]

Heritage interpretation is a structured approach to non-formal
learning specialised in communicating significant ideas about

a place to people on leisure. It establishes a link between
visitors and what they can discover at heritage sites such as a

nature reserve, a historic site or a museum.

AHI [8]

Interpretation is a communication process that shares
interesting stories and experience’s that help people make

sense of, and understand more about, a site,
collection or event.

NAI [9]

Interpretation is “a mission-based communication process
that forges emotional and intellectual connections between

the interests of the audience and the meanings
inherent in the resource.”

Interpretation Australia [10]

Interpretation communicates ideas, information and
knowledge about locations, the natural world or historic

places in a way which helps visitors to make sense of their
environment. Good interpretation will create engaging,

unique and meaningful experiences for visitors.
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The purpose of this article is to identify the current trends in the use of heritage
interpretation as a sustainable development management tool. Therefore, the following
research question was formulated: What is the current state of knowledge in the field of
heritage interpretation in the areas of sustainable development?

Table 2. Contemporary principles of heritage interpretation.

Author and Principles

Ham [13]

1. Interpretation is pleasurable.
2. Interpretation is relevant.
3. Interpretation is organized.
4. Interpretation has a theme.

Beck and Cable [3]

1. To spark an interest, interpreters must relate the subject to the lives of visitors.
2. The purpose of interpretation goes beyond providing information to reveal deeper meaning

and truth.
3. The interpretive presentation—as a work of art—should be designed as a story that informs,

entertains, and enlightens.
4. The purpose of the interpretive story is to inspire and to provoke people to broaden

their horizons.
5. Interpretation should present a complete theme or thesis and address the whole person.
6. Interpretation for children, teenagers, and seniors—when these comprise uniform

groups—should follow fundamentally different approaches.
7. Every place has a history. Interpreters can bring the past alive to make the present more

enjoyable and the future more meaningful.
8. High technology can reveal the world in exciting new ways. However, incorporating this

technology into the interpretive program must be done with foresight and care.
9. Interpreters must concern themselves with the quantity and quality (selection and accuracy)

of information presented. Focused, well-researched interpretation will be more powerful
than a longer discourse.

10. Before applying the arts in interpretation, the interpreter must be familiar with basic
communication techniques. Quality interpretation depends on the interpreter’s knowledge
and skills, which should be developed continually.

11. Interpretive writing should address what readers would like to know, with the authority or
wisdom and the humility and care that comes with it.

12. The overall interpretive program must be capable of attracting support-financial, volunteer,
political, administrative—whatever support is needed for the program to flourish.

13. Interpretation should people the ability, and the desire, to sense the beauty in their
surroundings—to provide spiritual uplift and to encourage resource preservation.

14. Interpreters can promote optimal experiences through intentional and thoughtful program
and facility design.

15. Passion is the essential ingredient for powerful and effective interpretation-passion for the
resource and for those people who come to be inspired by the same.

Moscardo, Ballantyne and Hughes [14]

1. Interpretation shall make personal contact with or be related to the target audience.
2. Interpretation should provide or encourage new and varied experiences.
3. Interpretation should be organized using clear and easy to follow structures.
4. Interpretation should be based on the topic.
5. Interpretation should involve visitors in the learning process and encourage them to take

control of their learning.
6. Interpretation should demonstrate understanding and respect for the audience.
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Table 2. Cont.

Author and Principles

ICOMOS [4]

1. Access and Understanding. Interpretation and presentation programmes should facilitate
physical and intellectual access by the public to cultural heritage sites.

2. Information Sources. Interpretation and presentation should be based on evidence gathered
through accepted scientific and scholarly methods as well as from living cultural traditions.

3. Context and Setting. The Interpretation and Presentation of cultural heritage sites should
relate to their wider social, cultural, historical, and natural contexts and settings.

4. Authenticity. The Interpretation and presentation of cultural heritage sites must respect the
basic tenets of authenticity in the spirit of the Nara Document (1994).

5. Sustainability. The interpretation plan for a cultural heritage site must be sensitive to its
natural and cultural environment, with social, financial, and environmental sustainability
among its central goals.

6. Inclusiveness. The Interpretation and Presentation of cultural heritage sites must be the
result of meaningful collaboration between heritage professionals, host and associated
communities, and other stakeholders.

7. Research, Training, and Evaluation. Continuing research, training, and evaluation are
essential components of the interpretation of a cultural heritage site.

Rahaman and Kiang [15]—for digital heritage interpretation

1. Satisfaction: Users need to be made satisfied. The interpretive process should aim to
enhance their enjoyment of the place and visit.

2. Provocation/Empathy: The process should increase the awareness of heritage protection,
preservation, or conservation. It should facilitate attitudinal and behavioral change among
the end-users about the heritage site, people and culture throughout the process.

3. Learning: The process should aim to convey the symbolic and cultural meaning to the
end-users through some learning activities.

4. Multiple perspectives of the past: The interpretive process should present the history from
possible multiple perspectives; thus, it would provide the opportunity to have a broader
and alternative understanding of the past.

Interpretation Australia [10]

Good interpretation should:

1. Enrich the visitor’s experience by making it more meaningful and enjoyable;
2. Assist the visitor to develop a keener awareness, appreciation and understanding of the

heritage being experienced;
3. Accomplish management objectives by encouraging thoughtful use of the resource by the

visitor; and
4. Promote public understanding of heritage management organisations and their programs.

2. Materials and Methods

The study involved a systematic literature review (knowledge mapping) in the field of
heritage interpretation and sustainable development. It consists of identifying, evaluating
and synthesising the results of individual studies using strict rules, and thus is a valuable
source of scientific knowledge. It requires the use of all necessary databases in the analysis,
minimising the risk of bias and ensuring the transparency of the research procedure [16].
In particular, in this work, a systematic mapping of the literature was made to describe
the current state of knowledge in the field of heritage interpretation. Systematic mapping
review is a type of empirical research using secondary materials that provides an overview
of the state of knowledge in a given field, identifying important problems and areas of
knowledge present in the literature on the subject [17]. The PRISMA standard was applied
in the study [18].

First, using the most popular databases of scientific publications (Scopus, Web of
Science, Ebsco, Proquest), the author searched for articles and books containing both the
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phrases “heritage interpretation” and “sustainable development”. Publications without
any time limits (regardless of the publication year) were searched. Then, duplicate records
were removed. In this way, 187 scientific articles and monographic books were identified.
In the next step, screening for relevance was performed. The analysis of the titles and
content of the abstracts allowed to leave in the analysis 106 articles, the content of which
was closely related to the interpretation of heritage in sustainable development.

The following quantitative and qualitative data analysis was performed: text mining,
topic extraction and qualitative content analysis. Text mining is a general name of data
mining methods for extracting data from text and their subsequent processing [19]. The
word frequency query of the content of the articles was made using the NVivo software [20].
Topic extraction was performed using the self-organising map of words procedure in KH
Coder [21]. KH Coder uses Kohonen’s self-organising map, neural network architecture
and learning algorithm, which is one of the most popular neural network models [22].
Topic extraction is a technique for extracting topics or aspects from large-scale text data [23].
This procedure enables to explore associations between words by creating a self-organising
map [24]. It is an unsupervised learning algorithm with a simple structure and computa-
tional form [23]. The text search query procedure in NVivo 11 software was used to find
articles containing the previously identified words.

3. Results
3.1. Text Mining Analysis

In the first step of the analysis, a text mining analysis of abstracts of the researched
articles and books was performed. In this way, the most common words in the abstracts
of the researched sources, consisting of at least three letters, were identified. A tag cloud
was generated from these words using NVivo 11 package (Figure 1). Cloud analysis
shows that the most common words in the sources studied are: heritage, cultural, tourism,
development, sustainable and research. Frequently appearing words include: sustainability,
planning, local, management and interpretation process, which indicates that the collected
documents concern the formulated research problem.
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Figure 1. Tag cloud-the most common words in the analysed abstracts.

3.2. Topic Extraction

To identify the dominant issues in the researched sources, to reveal the relationships
between words, and thus to group the sources into clusters with similar topics, a self-
organising map of words was created using KH Coder.

As the number of obtained clusters of nodes is given in advance, trial groupings were
performed for five, six, seven, eight and nine clusters. Grouping nodes into six clusters
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was found to be the most readable and the easiest to interpret. It took 8 min and 26 sec to
complete this task (Intel Core i5-1035G1 CPU, 1.19 GHz, 8 GB RAM).

The obtained clusters of nodes (and words) allowed for the identification of the
following thematic areas present in the literature on the subject (Figure 2):

1. Opportunities and threats related to the implementation of heritage interpretation pro-
grams in the areas of sustainable development (bottom middle—blue): incl. [5,25,26].

2. Effectiveness of heritage interpretation in areas of sustainable development (middle—
purple): incl. [27–29].

3. Planning the development of sustainable tourism in the areas of cultural heritage (top
left—orange): incl. [30–32].

4. The role of a tourist guide in the sustainable development of a heritage area (top
right—grey): incl. [33–35].

5. Creativity in heritage interpretation (bottom left—purple): incl. [36–38].
6. Strategies for managing the visitor traffic in heritage areas (bottom right—green):

incl. [39–41].
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3.2.1. Opportunities and Threats Related to the Implementation of Heritage Interpretation
Programs in the Areas of Sustainable Development

Many authors point to the advantages and disadvantages of implementing heritage
interpretation programs in areas of sustainable development (including [25,39,42]).

Bill Bramwell and Bernard Lane [25] and Katherine Tubb [26] indicate that a good
heritage interpretation program should be, above all, an effective tool for managing the
movement of visitors to a heritage area. This is achieved by building the so-called filter
centres, distracting the visitor traffic around the area, pointing to the many different
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attractions located in the area and thus influencing the flow of tourist streams both in time
and space. These activities aim to draw tourists away from the places most vulnerable to
the pressure of tourism, by directing them to alternative attractions, sightseeing routes and
heritage areas.

Heritage interpretation by communicating the historical, scientific and aesthetic values
of heritage sites to visitors, as well as influencing compliance with standards of behaviour
in heritage areas, reduces the adverse impacts of uncontrolled mass tourism on heritage
resources [39]. Gianna Moscardo [42] emphasises that to be able to interpret heritage
properly, tourists should be in a state of “mindfulness”. To enable this, they should be
provided with the comfort of safety, the area should be well marked, interpretation panels
should be set up, various and multisensory forms of activity should be offered, and topics
and stories should be interpreted that combine the knowledge possessed by the visitors
with the content that is new to them.

Interpreting the area’s heritage benefits the local economy: it attracts tourists to lesser-
known places (that might otherwise be missed), encourages them to stay longer in the
area, and encourages the use of local entrepreneurs [25]. Interpretation also benefits the
local environment, building an understanding of the local heritage and community among
visitors, and thus makes them aware of their value, shaping appropriate attitudes and
influencing behaviour change [13]. Neil Silberman [5] believes that it is also beneficial
for visitors to involve local communities in decisions about heritage interpretation. These
decisions should concern not only “whether to interpret and what to interpret” but also
“for whom and how”. Shaping the visitor’s understanding and respect for heritage sites
and the residents themselves contributes to reducing exploitation and increasing mutually
rewarding interactions (between guests and hosts).

The implementation of heritage interpretation programs also entails many pitfalls and
dangers. These include, for example, the domination of sustainable development by an
economic imperative, that is, putting economic development ahead of the well-being of the
local community and the environment [43]. Another threat is the selective choice of content
and simplification of interpretation caused, for example, by the lack of time that visitors
can devote to visiting the area. Another threat may be overinterpretation, i.e., interpretive
activity carried out in an overly intrusive manner, overloaded with educational content
that may obscure the beauty of the visitors and prevent them from noticing the unique
features of the area [25].

A serious problem is also disturbing the peace by tourists and influencing the life
of local communities by penetrating inappropriate places at the wrong time (e.g., private
properties, places of worship, etc.) [44]. Another danger is that the interpretive infras-
tructure creates “peculiar” tourist landscapes, which results from the desire to meet the
demand for something unique, spectacular and extraordinary [45]. A threat to reliable
interpretation is also politics and ideology that may appear in the interpretive message.
This is a great danger because an ideological interpretation may cause great dissatisfaction
among the visitors [5,46].

Last, but not least, the threat is the elitism of interpretation. Although interpreting
heritage for well-educated people, heritage enthusiasts, is easy and pleasant, the real
challenge is the interest of people with low cultural capital and poorly educated—i.e., the
“mass tourist” [6,47].

3.2.2. Assessment of the Effectiveness of Heritage Interpretation in the Areas of
Sustainable Development

Gianna Moscardo [27] (p. 376), in a very frequently quoted article, argues that inter-
pretation is the key to ensuring the quality of the tourism experience, and most importantly
proves that “successful interpretation is critical both for the effective management and
conservation of built heritage sites and for sustainable tourism”. G. Moscardo adapted and
applied Langer’s [48] mindfulness theory to tourist settings arguing that interpretation is
likely to be more effective if it encourages and supports visitors to engage in the deeper
processing referred to as mindfulness [49] (p. 1177).
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Furthermore, Ballantyne, Packer, and Falk [29], who, relating to wildlife tourism,
contrast the concept of reflective engagement, defined as “feeling an emotional connection
with the animals, reflecting on new ideas about animals and their environments, discussing
new information with companions, experiencing something surprising or unexpected, and
feeling sad or angry about environmental problems” (p. 1247). In both these approaches,
effective interpretation is no longer seen as solely based on the extent of knowledge
transmission and attitude change, but rather is defined as whether or not the interpretation
encourages mindful and reflective engagement [49] (p. 1177).

In turn, K.N. Tubb [26] (p. 476) argues that heritage interpretation, if carefully de-
signed, is capable of contributing to the goals of sustainable tourism development by
achieving knowledge restructuring and resulting in behavioural intentions of visitors, and
that “interactive material played a vital part in the effectiveness of interpretive messages”.

The truth of these theoretical guidelines was confirmed by empirical research by Healy,
van Riper and Boyd [28]. The research was carried out among visitors Cliffs of Moher
Visitor Centre: low-intensity interpretation was preferred to high-intensity, technologically
driven displays. Healy et al. [28] (p. 574) argue also for “greater emphasis to be placed on
the interpretation that incorporates the perspectives of visitors and residents throughout
all phases of the planning process”.

However, the effectiveness of the various forms of interpretation depends on the
cultural context. For example, research conducted in the Danxia Shan National Natural
Reserve and Geo-Park (China) demonstrates that self-guided interpretation using the
“western” scientific approach with signage, an information centre and a geological museum,
is ineffective and is ignored by the majority of visitors [50] (p. 117). In Chinese conditions,
guided tours are more appropriate, employing an “aesthetic” approach to interpretation,
using stories, art and poetry to emotionally engage visitors with the landscape, appear
more appropriate, culturally relevant and effective. As stated by Xua et al. [50], guides
during the tour should include numerous adjectival words, figurative or metaphorical
landscape descriptions and exaggeration of the landscape’s beauty.

Walker and Moscardo [49] (p. 1189) also developed the Value Model of Interpreta-
tion (VMI), which identifies the basic elements necessary for ecotourism experience to
be effective in facilitating a state of visitor mindfulness. The model “identifies the most
common interpretive and experiential elements that facilitate participants’ identification
of personally significant values, and which are most likely to influence an individual’s
subsequent intentional behaviours”. They also suggest that “mindfulness is a necessary
condition for value identification which in turn contributes to influencing post-experience
behavioural intentions”. The VMI offers a summary of the foundation elements and path-
ways between them that are required to facilitate ecotourism’s contribution to sustainability.
It is the deliberate linkages of behaviour that assume the role of conceptual to operational
interpretation in ecotourism experiences in contributing to sustainable development.

Despite the many examples of empirical research cited above, Moscardo [6] (p. 462)
claims that “there is only limited evidence that interpretation is effective. There are only
few important findings in this area and even where there are some sound and useful
conclusions, they still do not address some of the more fundamental concerns about
interpretation more broadly”. Similar conclusions were drawn by Benton [51] (p. 7) as
a result of research carried out at Lake Fort Smith (LFS) State Park. She stated that all
four conceptions of interpretation (connecting visitors to resources, conveying agency
mission and influencing behaviour, encouraging environmental literacy, and promoting
tourism), did not trickle down into interpretive practice because it was not recalled by
visitors in programs.

3.2.3. Planning the Development of Sustainable Tourism in Heritage Areas

One should agree with Eman Helmy and Chris Cooper [31] that tourism should
be an important element of the area’s sustainable development plan. Along with other
economic and social activities carried out in a given area, tourism brings benefits to the
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local community and contributes to the protection of the natural and cultural environment.
This is especially important in areas where the implementation of short-term economic
goals dominates over long-term planning.

In planning the sustainable development of the region, it is necessary to maintain a
balance between the authenticity of the place and the development of various forms of
heritage interpretation [32]. Plans for the development of heritage interpretation should
take into account the needs of heritage conservation, a pluralistic view of heritage, and
should enable the local community to build a sense of shared ownership of heritage [52,53].
Interpretation plans should reveal to visitors the history and nature of the site, and be
tailored to tourists’ requirements by combining education and entertainment to ensure
a variety of experiences and satisfaction [54–56]. The priority should be the “negotiable”
nature of both authenticity and interpretation, seen as interactive and dynamic processes
involving both hosts and guests [57–60].

Gemma McGrath [33] also argues that the interpretation of heritage should play the
role of a buffer in the relationship between tourism and heritage. Heritage interpretation
also helps build links between tourists and communities living in heritage areas. Active
involvement of the local community in shaping the interpretation strategy and creating
interpretative messages can significantly help in shaping the sense of local identity. Many
authors believe that the process of selecting themes, concepts and messages of interpretation
is an important way of involving local society in planning tourism development in cultural
heritage areas [31,61,62].

Colin Hall and Simon McArthur [30] point to the possibility of conflicts between the
stakeholders of the region’s development. While there is consensus, they say, that the
management of heritage sites should maximise the quality of the visitor experience while
minimising the impact on heritage assets, in many cases, there is a direct conflict between
area managers who wish to limit the number of visitors to avoid harm, residents (who
want to profit from tourism) and local governments (who want to use the image of the
area’s heritage as part of the region’s promotion).

In the process of planning tourism in heritage areas, it is important to establish criteria
for assessing the sustainable development of the area. Eman Helmy and Chris Cooper [31]
argue that to reliably assess the state of implementation of tourism development plans in
the areas of sustainable development, it must be done on three levels: policy and strategy,
plans and programs, and techniques.

A set of indicators for the development of sustainable tourism in heritage areas was
also developed by Elizabeth Agyeiwaah et al. [63]. The authors assumed that instead
of creating extensive lists of indicators that are largely ineffective, a smaller number of
real and more practical features should be selected. Thus, based on the literature review,
they proposed a set of four main groups of indicators (economic, social, environmental
and cultural) and three specific groups of indicators (political, managerial-institutional
and technological).

3.2.4. The Role of a Tourist Guide in the Sustainable Development of a Heritage Area

There is no doubt that how the guide-interpreter guides the visitors through the
heritage area has a huge impact on their experiences, perception of local culture, inhabitants
and behaviour during the visit. Wei Hu and Geoffrey Wall [35] claim that the activity of
guides moderates the impact of tourism on the local environment, its culture and economy,
as well as on the inhabitants of the area. Therefore, interpreter guides play a vital role
in the sustainable development of the area and especially in providing tourists with a
high-quality experience. The guides also affect the standard of living of local communities
by appropriately targeting tourists’ expenses and supporting activities that protect and
preserve the natural, cultural and physical values of the area. In their work, guides should
therefore take into account both the needs and sensitivity of the hosts and guests, as well
as the resources of the area, as well as the broadly understood tourism industry, of which
they are an element. In other words, guides can make an important contribution to the
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sustainable development goals by actively managing the tourist experiences and helping
to manage and protect heritage resources and promote the local economy.

Gemma McGrath [33] lists several advantages (potentials) of the guide as a heritage
interpreter. These include the potential of the pace and information provided to visitors
(the ability to adapt to the conditions and different needs of guests—as opposed to non-
verbal techniques), the potential to adapt materials to ensure that they are up-to-date and
credible (thanks to the constant updating of the information provided and new scientific
data) or the potential of enlivening the place and satisfying the curiosity of visitors. It is
important, especially for sustainable development, to create awareness among visitors,
deeply understand the heritage and awaken the need to protect it.

Hanqin Zhang and Ivy Chow [34] also argue that tour guides play the role of interme-
diaries in promoting local economic development. The functioning of the tourism economy
in many areas depends to a large extent on the activity of tourist guides, who create the
image of travel agencies and visited places, and also affect the level of tourists’ satisfac-
tion, their willingness to return to visited places and make new purchases. In addition to
contributing directly to the tourism economy in heritage areas, tour guides also stimulate
the demand for local products and services. During the tours, guides will familiarise their
clients with the local environment and local specialities. They inform tourists and recom-
mend places worth visiting, products worth buying, and they also suggest periods of stay.
In this way, they support the local economy by creating an opportunity for local people to
offer their products to tourists and by encouraging tourists to buy these products [64]. The
diverse activities of the guide-interpreter can be captured in three dimensions: managing
the visitor experience, managing the area’s resources, and promoting the local economy.

Wei Hu and Geoffrey Wall [35] developed a set of recommendations for guides inter-
preting heritage in areas of sustainable development. According to the recommendations,
the professionalism of the services provided by the guide consists of treating each tour as
a serious obligation, not changing the route without the consent of the participants and
the travel agency (tour operator) and conducting the tour politely, the essence of which
is enthusiasm, support and assistance to customers. The guide should take responsibility
for the smooth and safe conduct of the tour and the comfort and satisfaction of visitors by
providing them with reliable information and explaining and interpreting the heritage of
the area.

The guide should also observe the regulations, know and observe the rules and
customs of local communities (codified or customary), know and observe the rules and
regulations in force in all places and heritage sites to which visitors are led, and inform and
help visitors understand and comply listed [35].

Wei Hu and Geoffrey Wall [35] also emphasise that the guide should implement the
principles and practice of minimal impact: do not misinform tourists, be objective, present
tourists with factual information, and clearly distinguish between what is truth, legend or
opinion. It should show understanding and respect for the local community and its culture,
convey to visitors the values of the local environment and culture, promote recognition
for local traditions and environments, and explain the rules of behaviour in the places
visited. It should set an example by applying positive empowerment and taking necessary
action where necessary to enforce visitors to these rules. It should also act to reduce the
consumption of energy, natural resources and the amount of waste, thus contributing to
the reduction of pollution and the application of environmentally sustainable practices.

3.2.5. The Importance of Creativity in the Interpretation of Heritage

Many authors pay attention to the role played by creativity in the interpretation of
heritage. Particularly, many voices concern the importance of creativity in the interpreta-
tion of archaeological heritage [36–38,65,66]. Sara Perry [66] points out that creativity in
interpretation is key to enabling visitors to gain an in-depth understanding of heritage.
The author cites many examples of the importance of creativity in the interpretation of ar-
chaeological resources: geophysics and imaging [67], heritage and games [68], heritage and
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“auralization” [65] in excavations and drawings [69], in various archaeological practices
related to art [70] as well as in mapping and various forms of painting, installation and
performance [71].

Alice Elizabeth Watterson [72] (pp. 100–101) cautions against the dangers of modern
technology, significantly reducing the involvement of archaeologists in the personal and
creative interpretation of heritage, “effectively removing archaeologists working in the
field from their artefacts”. Therefore, as S. Perry [66] believes, it is the skilful and creative
interpretation of heritage that should be an element connecting people, technology and
archaeological sources, and the lack of interpretation, i.e., the voice of archaeologists—at
this crucial moment when inspiration and creating meanings are necessary “Strangles
archaeology”, as Perry puts it. The aforementioned Watterson [72] (p. 100) is also in favour
of adopting a mixed—creative and experimental—approach to interpretation. According to
such, archaeologists should “for a moment abandon their scanners, microscopes and other
research instruments and just stay in heritage sites and interpret the otherwise passive
data collected with these devices and bring them to life in embodied encounters with place
and landscape”.

Sara Perry [66] further calls for the introduction of creative heritage interpretation into
the daily work of archaeologists. She recommends doing this in several ways: collaborative
expression (e.g., oral, written or visual brainstorming, speaking aloud protocols, drawings,
modelling), arts and crafts workshops, performance, prototyping, games and other types
of social interaction. These methods can be used by visitor groups to develop creative
thinking, create new meanings, explore unknown concepts, raise awareness and create
positive effects (examples of applications can be found both in the cultural heritage sector
and beyond—e.g., [73–75].

David Ross and Gunjan Saxena [36] also noted the extraordinary opportunity offered
by the archaeological heritage to interpreters. They argue that the physically damaged
archaeological heritage implicitly forces creativity, offering interpreters a new dimension of
the narrative being built: the appeal of loss. The physically damaged heritage is the impetus
for what Melotti [76] (p. 83) calls “the emotional and sensory function of archaeological
tourism”. It consists in the fact that a given “object is no longer important in itself, because
of its historical significance or as a key to understanding the culture and society it expresses,
but it is important (...) due to its ability to create an atmosphere where you can have a
specific experience”. In this sense, as proved by Ross and Saxena [36] (p. 11), participatory
co-creation of the archaeological heritage, implemented through the creative narrative
of guide-interpreters, on the one hand, encourages visitors to participate more in the co-
creation of experiences and narratives, and on the other hand, locates affect and emotions
as key constitutive elements of heritage creation.

A practical example of the above is the use of problem situations in the interpretation,
during which guides ask visitors how and why they would act in a rescue archaeology
situation (e.g., when it was necessary to save the archaeological heritage in areas flooded
by dams). In this way, they stimulate the involvement of visitors, referring to the charm
of the lost heritage. Besides, thematic activities such as reconstructions or experimental
archaeology workshops serve as a creative starting point for both site hosts and tourists
and are an effective way of commemorating physically lost heritage, often using surviving
local heritage resources [36].

The model of lost heritage and co-creative archaeological tourism developed by
D. Ross and G. Saxena [36] made it possible to identify three factors determining the
success of archaeological attractions. The first are entities stimulating cultural tourism
and using strategies of co-creation and creative activities. The second is a constructivist
approach to interpretation, based on an individual understanding of heritage, identity
and diversity of interpretation of archaeological heritage and requiring site managers
(archaeologists, guides, interpreters) to negotiate a variety of viewpoints. The third is to
understand that the role of archaeological heritage and its value for tourism is not limited
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to the material dimension. Therefore, despite the loss of archaeological heritage, there is
still great potential for creative and artistic interpretations.

3.2.6. Visitor Traffic Management in Heritage Areas

There are two basic interpretative strategies used in heritage areas in the literature:
(1) informing visitors about the value of heritage (i.e., heritage interpretation) and (2)
encouraging visitors to change their behaviour to minimise their negative impact on
heritage resources [41,77]. However, as noted by Fernando Enseñat-Soberanis et al. [39],
as a result of research carried out in the most important archaeological heritage sites in
the world, in the practice of managing heritage sites, the priority is the regulation, control
and redistribution of visitor traffic, and only then the interpretation of heritage. They also
found that among the most widely used forms of interpretation of archaeological heritage,
there is a tourist centre that serves both as a museum and a heritage interpretation centre.

The power of influencing visitors through heritage interpretation is related to the
level of authority or pressure exerted in the communication process, in which there is
coercion on the one hand and persuasion on the other [40]. The first is to enforce the
applicable rules and regulations in a mandatory manner, while the second tries to persuade
visitors to change their behaviour by explaining to them the reasons for these prohibitions.
Both are part of the same continuum, and for best behavioural change outcomes, they
should be used together, especially in large areas with limited behavioural monitoring
capabilities. In such situations, heritage interpretation, which at the same time informs and
persuades visitors to follow the rules and regulations regarding behaviour in a given area,
is irreplaceable in its role.

F. Enseñat-Soberanis et al. [39] proposed a heritage site management model with
the primary goal of preserving the heritage value and at the same time providing an
optimal visitor experience. The model includes three strategies for managing the visi-
tor traffic in heritage areas: restrictive, redistributive and interpretive, which should be
applied progressively.

In the first phase, the authors recommend applying a restrictive strategy consisting
of limiting the number of people visiting the area and using the heritage resources by
specifying the maximum number of people visiting the area during the day or in a specific
time unit. For this purpose, it is necessary to develop a method for estimating the maximum
tourist capacity of the heritage area. The redistribution strategy consists of dispersing
people visiting the heritage area in time and space with the help of road and service
infrastructure, introducing a system of compulsory booking and pre-sale of tickets, as
well as increasing the open space available to visitors and developing a network of paths
and routes. It also includes the modernisation of roads leading to attractions, parking
lots and rest areas for an appropriate number of guests. Finally, the third strategy is to
interpret the heritage of the area, conveying information about the value of heritage to
viewers and convincing them to behave responsibly in the area of heritage. In this phase,
the authors recommend planning the construction of an interpretation centre for the area’s
heritage [39].

4. Conclusions

The purpose of the present study was to identify the current trends in heritage in-
terpretation in areas of sustainable development. This was done through a systematic
literature review, topic extraction and content analysis.

The contribution of this article to the knowledge of heritage interpretation is to identify
the main areas of knowledge present in the field of sustainable development. Although the
literature on the interpretation of heritage is relatively rich, the majority is instructional—
methodological studies on what and how to interpret. This study, to some extent, fills this
gap by systematically compiling recommendations on the ways of interpretation in the
areas of sustainable development.



Sustainability 2021, 13, 4383 13 of 16

Identifying topics using a self-organising map of words made it possible to identify
thematic areas present in the literature, such as opportunities and threats related to the
implementation of heritage interpretation programs in the areas of sustainable develop-
ment, assessment of the effectiveness of heritage interpretation in the areas of sustainable
development, planning the development of sustainable tourism in heritage areas, the role
of a tourist guide in the sustainable development of a heritage area, the importance of
creativity in the interpretation of heritage, and visitor traffic management in heritage areas.

As a result of the literature review, several practical conclusions can be formulated.
Interpretation of heritage, despite over 70 years from the formulation of its principles

by Freeman Tilden [11], has a great potential both in improving the quality of tourist
experiences and influencing the behaviour of visitors and thus managing areas of sensitive
heritage. Despite the many threats associated with introducing interpretive programs, it
seems that the benefits outweigh the potential threats. The most important of the threats is
the omission of residents in designing interpretations, conflicts between guests and hosts,
and unskilful interpretations (e.g., overinterpretation, ideologisation).

A tourism development planning process must take into account both environmental
sensitivity and the provision of diverse and authentic visitor experiences through heritage
interpretation. It is essential in this process to establish indicators of the development of
sustainable tourism [62].

The role of a tourist guide-interpreter in the sustainable development of the region
is crucial. Despite the extensive use of modern technologies, the role of a living guide
remains unquestionable. The guide remains a central agent between the visitor and the
visited area [35].

The importance of creativity and co-creation in the practice of interpretation is partic-
ularly strong these days. The concepts of the experience economy and service-based logic
indicate that now it is the consumer who participates in the co-creation of value. Currently,
tourists co-create experiences by actively participating in the co-production process, en-
gaging in heritage on a psychological and emotional level by independently selecting and
discovering selected aspects of heritage according to their interests [78]. These concepts
are still rarely used in heritage interpretation programs. Creativity in interpretation is
particularly important in the case of archaeological heritage—irretrievably lost [36,38].

The management of cultural and natural heritage resources should be done by man-
aging the traffic and experiences of visitors. Visitor traffic management in heritage areas
should include three stages: restrictive, redistributive and interpretive, which should be
applied progressively [39].

An important task of heritage interpretation is also the promotion of the local economy
and culture and the development of respect and mutual attitudes towards each other among
guests and hosts, as well as the protection and authentic representation of local culture,
customs, traditions and the natural environment.

No issues related to the use of new forms of heritage interpretation in the management
of visitor experiences and their co-creation (VR and AR, serious games, digital story-
telling) were found. This proves the necessity to research this area: applicability and the
effectiveness of new forms of heritage interpretation.

In addition, several theoretical conclusions can be made.
The effectiveness of heritage interpretation in the areas of sustainable development

is relatively poorly documented. Although many authors write about the advantages of
interpretation in managing visitor traffic, the results of empirical research are quite rare. The
influence of interpretation on the satisfaction and experiences of some people is more often
indicated than the change of their behaviour under the influence of interpretation [78]. This
problem concerns not only behaviour in areas of sustainable development but in general
the effectiveness of interpretation.

The above remarks induce attention to the need to perform meta-analyses on the im-
pact of interpretation on the experience, knowledge, attitudes and behaviour of visitors to
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the areas of sustainable development. Such work, consolidating a lot of empirical research,
could significantly strengthen the theoretical foundations of heritage interpretation.

The most important limitations of the conducted research include the linguistic scope
of the literature—only texts in English were analysed. The scope of the analysed literature
in this work is limited to peer-reviewed scientific texts, although, as we know, heritage
interpretation is a practical activity. Therefore, subsequent analyses should also include
sources outside the databases of peer-reviewed scientific texts.

Future Research

After analysing the literature on the subject, several directions for further research
and development of heritage interpretation in the areas of sustainable development
can be indicated:

1. Influence of interpretation on behaviour, attitudes, experiences, knowledge in the
context of sustainable development.

2. Analysis of intergenerational differences in perception and interpretation effectiveness
in the areas of sustainable development.

3. The effectiveness of new forms of interpretation such as: “electronic field trips” that
reach audiences around the world, storytelling, digital storytelling, chatbots, serious
games and virtual heritage interpretation centres.

4. Identification and understanding of people and reasons why they avoid interpreting
heritage in areas of sustainable development.

5. Analysis of the economic effectiveness of the interpretation in comparison with other
methods of managing the traffic of visitors in the areas of sustainable development.

6. The impact of interpretation on the visitors’ experience and the importance of co-
creating experiences, the interpretation of digital and intangible heritage, the impor-
tance of constructivist learning theories in interpretation, the importance of VR, AR
and games in the interpretation of the heritage of sustainable development areas.

7. Research on the degree of implementation of heritage interpretation guidelines, e.g.,
ICOMOS Charter [4] or recommendations from regional or national heritage interpre-
tation associations.
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